W
as it the packed science programme covering many sections of the astrophysics and geophysics communities under the RAS umbrella, the chance to quiz STFC personnel on the latest financial storm, or the promise of a traditional Irish welcome? Whatever the reason, NAM 2008 at Queen's University Belfast was a record-breaker with more than 650 registering to attend. In total, 288 oral scientific presentations were given in lecture theatres all within close proximity. For the plenaries and the RAS afternoon, audio/ visual streaming was arranged into an overflow lecture theatre. We noted that this location was a popular choice in the mornings for people wishing to listen to the plenaries as well as check email and tweak their own presentations.
By design, the 8 plenary talks and 49 parallel sessions (with up to 6 being held at any one time) covered a wide range of topics representative of the interests of the UK community. Of course, the home team of galactic, stellar and solar-system astronomers made sure that their subjects were covered in the programme, but to ensure all areas of astrophysics were represented (particularly extragalactic and solar-terrestrial studies) we relied on a number of external advisors to maintain an inclusive programme. In addition, 200 posters encompassing a similarly diverse range of topics were displayed at the meeting. They were shown in three locations adjacent to the coffee/tea tables in the morning and afternoon, ensuring that delegates had the opportunity to view them.
Science matters
A highlight of any NAM is the plenaries, and we were particularly fortunate with our speakers this year. Kicking off the meeting, Richard Ellis (Oxford) reviewed recent progress and current questions in understanding the formation and evolution of galaxies. Don Pollacco (QUB) outlined the spectacular progress made in characterizing exoplanets and the relatively short roadmap to the first detections of Earth-sized planets around normal stars. In the 10th year since Type Ia supernovae completely revised the standard cosmological picture, Brian Schmidt (ANU) outlined how current and future observations will pin down the cosmological equation of state. Alan Title (Stanford) showed how the recently launched Hinode mission is finally starting to answer the question of how the solar magnetic field emerges from the photosphere in detail and how the solar corona is heated. The morning after the conference dinner, Monica Grady (OU) gave a fascinating overview of the field of astrobiology, pointing out the associated problem of not being able to identify definitely early life in the geological record on Earth. Following on, David Southwood (ESA) showed how the on-going Cosmic Vision selection process leading to missions in the 2015+ timeframe might advance this field and many others. On the last morning, Nick Kaiser (IfA Hawaii) described the first of the next-generation optical sky surveys Pan-STARRS, which will start operations by the end of the year. An image of M31 obtained in January by Pan-STARRS dominated the exhibition hall at the meeting. Finally, Andy Fabian (Cambridge) showed how the central black hole of cD galaxies controls the evolution of intra-cluster gas in ways that are still not fully clear.
The wealth of science presented at NAM 2008 precludes anything more than a random walk through some of the talks and posters. Atomic data is a fundamental basis for the interpretation of spectra from the solar corona to AGN, and two sessions looked at recent developments. For example, Nigel Badnell (Strathcyde) looked at the effect of differing opacities in interpreting asteroseismology data. In other sessions, Jane Greaves (St Andrews) and colleagues used the VLA and Merlin to confirm the existence of a discrete condensation in the accretion disc surrounding the young star HL Tau. Modelling shows it to match the expected appearance of a protoplanet at a projected distance of 50 AU from its parent star. Emma Whelan (Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies) announced the discovery of jets associated with two brown dwarfs. This doubled the number known and shows that jet production seems ubiquitous in the accretion of stars at all masses. Ben Davies (Rochester Institute of Technology) used the Spitzer Space Tel- escope to discover two young star clusters in the central bar of the Milky Way. Keck observations helped identify 40 red supergiants, increasing the number of these Type II-P progenitors known in our galaxy by almost 20%.
Further from home, the search continues for extragalactic examples of these SNe progenitors in archive data taken before the explosion. Mark Crockett (QUB) showed that two recent identifications are uncertain and one was false, leaving only two unambiguous detections. Paul Westoby (LJMU) found that nearby AGN are embedded within red sequence galaxies. This argues against AGN forming a link between red and blue sequences, and instead indicates that the early quasar phase of AGN is effective in halting star formation. At larger redshifts, Will Hartley (Nottingham) and collaborators used the latest data release of UKIDSS and found that distant old galaxies are associated with massive dark-matter halos. These masses are the same as those associated with cD galaxies, implying that they are the building blocks of present-day massive ellipticals. To help astronomers identify their favourite populations of stars and galaxies, Andrew Lawrence (Edinburgh) and Nic Walton (Cambridge) announced the release of v1.0 of the AstroGrid Desktop software; much downloading over the meeting's WiFi network ensued. NAM 2008 continued the tradition of the RAS-organized community session on the Thursday afternoon. Mike Bode (LJMU) gave an overview of the European ASTRONET initiative that aims to provide a common strategy for European astronomical facilities in the coming decades. This was followed by the RAS prize-giving ceremony. The recipient of the Gold Medal for astronomy, Joe Silk (Oxford), gave a talk on feedback processes in galaxy formation. Attendance remained at capacity after tea for the presentations and question-and-answer session with the STFC (see box overleaf).
UKSP meeting
The UK Solar Physics meeting included sessions on the explosive Sun, the magnetic coupling of the solar atmosphere, waves and oscillations. The detection of a large coronal mass ejection and an associated solar ''tsunami'' that covered almost the full solar disc was reported by David Long (Trinity College Dublin). The observations, obtained with the twin STEREO spacecraft, revealed that the tsunami moves with similar speed throughout the solar atmosphere. Louise Hara (UCL) explained how the UK-built Extreme Ultraviolet Imaging Spectrometer on the Hinode satellite allowed solar physicists to track the origin of the solar wind. The study of bright regions on the solar surface reveals that hot gas spurts out at high speeds. Even when these regions are widely separated, the magnetic fields can link them together. When the magnetic fields from two of these regions collide, the gas can escape and flow out as the solar wind.
The annual Spring MIST built upon highly successful past joint meetings with UKSP, with the two communities holding several fascinating joint sessions covering important topics related to the physics of space plasmas and their observation with ground-and space-based facilities. Looking to the future, Tim Horbury (Imperial) reviewed how Solar Orbiter will provide a first look at the heliospheric magnetic field over a range of heliocentric distances, linking the inner corona to the planets via in situ measurements for the first time.
Once again the session exploring the important links between the Sun and the planets of the solar system was extremely popular; this highlights the importance of considering the processes that govern our solar system in a truly comprehensive fashion. One such process is the substorm, one of the most dynamic displays of energy release in the terrestrial system. A session dedicated to their study was appropriate given the recent launch of the NASA THEMIS (Time History of Events and Macroscale Interactions During Substorms) mission. Emma Woodfield (Lancaster) presented the first-light results of the Rainbow camera on Iceland, which extends the optical ground-coverage of THEMIS, filling a hole between the North American and European sectors. Talks presented in this session demonstrated that we are already well on our way to finally understanding how and why these events occur.
MIST
Coordinated sessions were held between the MIST and NAM communities for the first time. Common interests in the atmospheres of exoplanets and solar system bodies were explored, highlighting the benefits each community can bring to the other. At the same time a wellreceived session on "Magnetospheres throughout the universe" demonstrated how knowledge of magnetic fields in space plasmas should not just be restricted to the solar system. Geoff Wright (Sussex) and Graziella Branduardi-Raymont (UCL) discussed how the magnetospheres of pulsars and white dwarfs might be better understood by looking at planetary structures. New 
Extracurricular activities
Due to the large number of delegates, all social events had to be capped in numbers. A Welcome Reception was held on Monday evening, attended by more than 300 delegates as well as the Lord Mayor of Belfast. Tuesday saw the traditional five-a-side football competition, with the QUB team being narrowly beaten by Edinburgh University to lift the cup -a local inquiry afterwards in the pub (involving the authors) seemed to show that the ref was blind! The NAM 2008 dinner was held on the Wednesday evening, with 318 delegates and guests visiting Galgorm Manor and being entertained by both the Royal Tara School of Irish Dancing and the popular folk band Blackthorn. Who knew senior professors could jig so well? Before and after the main business days, 75 astronomers and partners went on coach tours to the North Antrim coastal region, braving the rope bridge to the offshore island at Carrick-a-Rede and visiting the World Heritage Site of the Giant's Causeway.
Education and outreach are a core end-product of astronomical research. Reflecting this was a double session of presentations during the meeting, with many minds turning towards the International Year of Astronomy 2009. Three free public lectures were hosted during the NAM, with each being attended by more than 250 delegates and members of the public. Mark Bailey (Armagh Observatory) spoke on the centenary of the Tunguska impact, while Francis Keenan (QUB) brandished a light-sabre to demonstrate how far science fiction can be from science reality in movies and television. A talk by Lars Lindberg Christensen (ST-ECF) on HST was hosted jointly between NAM, the IOP and the Irish Astronomical Association. The RAS issued a total of 26 press-releases concerning NAM activities and scientific announcements. This important part of outreach (not to mention promotion of research!) resulted in well over 300 articles in the online, print and broadcast media. This activity was ably supported by a team of bloggers led by Chris Lintott, whose diaries and interviews were viewed by more than 10 000 individuals. 
